Molecular and immunologic analysis of a chronic lymphocytic leukemia case with antibodies against human T-cell leukemia virus.
The human T-cell leukemia virus type-I (HTLV-I) is a unique, exogenous, horizontally transmitted retrovirus which is T-cell tropic, and has been associated with a specific type of aggressive leukemia/lymphoma of mature T-cell origin. In a survey of lymphoid malignancies in Jamaica, antibodies to HTLV-I were also found in 6 of 17 patients with chronic lymphocytic leukemia (CLL), raising the possibility of an etiologic relationship. Further studies were undertaken on one of these patients to clarify the nature of the disease and possible virus relationship. Cell surface marker analysis of her peripheral blood cells documented that the majority of circulating lymphocytes were B-cells. DNA-cloned probe analysis with a complete HTLV-I proviral genome of these peripheral malignant B-cells, was negative for integrated virus. A T-cell line was established in culture from her peripheral blood. The presence of HTLV-I in the cultured T-cell line was established by the detection of expressed viral specific gag protein p-19 and proviral DNA. Thus, a B-cell lymphoid malignancy can occur in the presence of HTLV-I infected T-cells, suggesting the possibility of an indirect leukemogenic mechanism.